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      Claude Monet, Impression, Sunrise, 1873. Oil on canvas, 48 x 63 cm. Musée Marmottan, Paris.


    




    
Preface




    Impression: Sunrise was the prescient title of one of Claude Monet’s paintings shown in 1874 in the first exhibition of the Impressionists, or as they called themselves then, the Société anonyme des artistes, peintres, sculpteurs, graveurs (the Anonymous Society of Artist, Painters, Sculptors, and Engravers). Monet had gone painting in his childhood hometown of Le Havre to prepare for the event, eventually selecting his best Havre landscapes for display. Edmond Renoir, journalist brother of Renoir the painter, compiled the catalogue. He criticised Monet for the uniform titles of his works, for the painter had not come up with anything more interesting than View of Le Havre. Among these Havre landscapes was a canvas painted in the early morning depicting a blue fog that seemed to transform the shapes of yachts into ghostly apparitions. The painting also depicted smaller boats gliding over the water in black silhouette, and above the horizon the flat, orange disk of the sun, its first rays casting an orange path across the sea. It was more like a rapid study than a painting, a spontaneous sketch done in oils – what better way to seize the fleeting moment when sea and sky coalesce before the blinding light of day? View of Le Havre was obviously an inappropriate title for this particular painting, as Le Havre was nowhere to be seen. “Write Impression,” Monet told Edmond Renoir, and in that moment began the story of Impressionism.




    On 25 April 1874, the art critic Louis Leroy published a satirical piece in the journal Charivari that described a visit to the exhibition by an official artist. As he moves from one painting to the next, the artist slowly goes insane. He mistakes the surface of a painting by Camille Pissarro, depicting a ploughed field, for shavings from an artist’s palette carelessly deposited onto a soiled canvas. When looking at the painting he is unable to tell top from bottom, or one side from the other. He is horrified by Monet’s landscape entitled Boulevard des Capucines. Indeed, in Leroy’s satire, it is Monet’s work that pushes the academician over the edge. Stopping in front of one of the Havre landscapes, he asks what Impression, Sunrise depicts. “Impression, of course,” mutters the academician. “I said so myself, too, because I am so impressed, there must be some impression in here… and what freedom, what technical ease!” At which point he begins to dance a jig in front of the paintings, exclaiming: “Hey! Ho! I’m a walking impression, I’m an avenging palette knife” (Charivari, 25 April 1874). Leroy called his article, “The Exhibition of the Impressionists.” With typical French finesse, he had adroitly coined a new word from the painting’s title, a word so fitting that it was destined to remain forever in the vocabulary of the history of art.




    Responding to questions from a journalist in 1880, Monet said: “I’m the one who came up with the word, or who at least, through a painting that I had exhibited, provided some reporter from Le Figaro the opportunity to write that scathing article. It was a big hit, as you know.” (Lionello Venturi, Les Archives de l’impressionnisme, Paris, Durand-Ruel, 1939, vol. 2, p. 340).




    

      [image: ]




      Pierre Auguste Renoir, Bather with a Griffon Dog, 1870. Oil on canvas, 184 x 115 cm. Museu de Arte, São Paulo.


    


  




  

    
The Impressionists and Academic Painting




    The young men who would become the Impressionists formed a group in the early 1860s. Claude Monet, son of a Le Havre shopkeeper, Frédéric Bazille, son of a wealthy Montpellier family, Alfred Sisley, son of an English family living in France, and Pierre Auguste Renoir, son of a Parisian tailor had all come to study painting in the independent studio of Charles Gleyre, whom in their view was the only teacher who truly personified neo-classical painting.




    Gleyre had just turned sixty when he met the future Impressionists. Born in Switzerland on the banks of Lake Léman, he had lived in France since childhood. After graduating from the Ecole des beaux-arts, Gleyre spent six years in Italy. Success in the Paris Salon made him famous and he taught in the studio established by the celebrated Salon painter, Hippolyte Delaroche. Taking themes from the Bible and antique mythology, Gleyre painted large-scale canvases composed with classical clarity. The formal qualities of his female nudes can only be compared to the work of the great Dominique Ingres. In Gleyre’s independent studio, pupils received traditional training in neo-classical painting, but were free from the official requirements of the Ecole des beaux-arts.




    Our best source of information regarding the future Impressionists’ studies with Gleyre is none other than Renoir himself, in conversation with his son, the renowned filmmaker Jean Renoir. The elder Renoir described his teacher as a “powerful Swiss, bearded and near-sighted” and remembered Gleyre’s Latin Quarter studio, on the left bank of the Seine, as “a big empty room packed with young men bent over their easels. Grey light spilled onto the model from a picture window facing north, according to the rules.” (Jean Renoir, Pierre Auguste Renoir, mon père, Paris, Gallimard, 1981, p. 114). Gleyre’s students could hardly be less alike. Young men from wealthy families who were playing at being artists came to the studio wearing jackets and black velvet berets. Monet derisively called these students “the grocers” on account of their narrow minds. The white house painter’s coat that Renoir worked in was the butt of their jokes. But Renoir and his new friends paid them no heed. “He was there to learn how to draw figures,” his son recalls. “As he covered his paper with strokes of charcoal, he was soon completely engrossed in the shape of a calf or the curve of a hand.” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 114). Renoir and his friends took art school seriously, to such an extent that Gleyre was disconcerted by the extraordinary facility with which Renoir worked. Renoir mimicked his teacher’s criticisms in a funny Swiss accent that the students used to make fun of him: “Cheune homme, fous êdes drès atroit, drès toué, mais on tirait que fous beignez bour fous amuser.” (Young man, you are very talented and very gifted, but people say that you paint just for fun). As Jean Renoir tells it: “Obviously,” my father replied, “if it wasn’t any fun, I wouldn’t paint!” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 119).
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      Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, The Bather, known as the Valpinçon Bather, 1808. Oil on canvas, 146 x 97.5 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris.
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      Alfred Sisley, Avenue of Chestnut Trees at La Celle-Saint-Cloud, 1867. Oil on canvas, 95.5 x 122.2 cm. Southampton City Art Gallery, Southampton.
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      Claude Monet, The Chailly Road through the Forest of Fontainebleau, 1865. Oil on canvas, 97 x 130.5 cm. Ordrupgaard, Copenhagen.


    




    All four artists burned with desire to grasp the principles of painting and neo-classical technique: after all, this was the reason that they had come to Gleyre’s studio. They applied themselves to the study of the nude figure and successfully passed all their required exam competitions, receiving prizes for drawing, perspective, anatomy, and likeness. Each of the future Impressionists received Gleyre’s praise on some occasion.




    One day Renoir decided to impress his teacher by painting a nude according to all the rules, as he put it: “tan flesh emerging from bitumen black as night, backlighting caressing the shoulder, and the tortured look that accompanies stomach cramps.” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 119). Gleyre was struck by Renoir’s impertinence and his shock and indignation were not unwarranted: his student had proved that he was perfectly capable of painting as the teacher required, whereas all the other youths were bent on depicting their models “as they are in everyday life” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 120). Monet remembers the way Gleyre reacted to one of his own nudes: “Not bad,” he exclaimed, “not bad at all, this business here. But it is too much about this particular model. You have a heavyset man. He has huge feet, which you depict as such. It’s all very ugly. So remember young man, when we draw a figure, we must always keep in mind the antique. Nature, my friend, is a very admirable aspect of research, but it provides no interest.” (François Daulte, Frédéric Bazille et son temps, Geneva, Pierre Cailler, 1952, p. 30).




    To the future Impressionists, nature was exactly what interested them most. Renoir remembered what Frédéric Bazille had told him when they first met: “Large-scale classical compositions are over. The spectacle of everyday life is more fascinating.” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 115). All of them preferred living nature and bristled at Gleyre’s disdain for landscape. “Landscape to him was a decadent art,” recalls one of Gleyre’s students, “and the eminent status it had gained in contemporary art was an usurpation; he saw nothing in nature beyond frames and grounds, and in truth he never made use of nature except as an accessory, although his landscapes were always treated with as much care and consideration as the figures he was called upon to include.” (F. Daulte, op. cit., p. 30). Nevertheless, students in Gleyre’s studio would be hard pressed to find any constraints to complain about. It is true that the program included the study of antique sculpture and the paintings of Raphael and Ingres at the Louvre. But in reality the students enjoyed complete freedom. They were acquiring indispensable knowledge of the technique and craft of painting, mastery of classical composition, precision in drawing, and beautiful paint handling, although later critics often rightly noted their lack of such achievements. Monet, Bazille, Renoir and Sisley abruptly left their teacher in 1863. Rumour had it that the studio was closing due to lack of funds and to Gleyre’s illness. In the spring of 1863, Bazille wrote to his father: “Mr Gleyre is rather ill. Apparently the poor man’s life is at stake. All his students are devastated, as he is so loved by those around him.” (F. Daulte, op. cit., p. 29).




    Gleyre’s illness was not the only reason the formal training of the Impressionists came to an end. In all likelihood they felt that they had learned everything their teacher was capable of teaching them during the time they had already spent in the studio. They were young and full of enthusiasm. Ideas about a new modern art made them want to get out of the studio as soon as possible to immerse themselves in real life and its vitality. On their way home from Gleyre’s studio, Bazille, Monet, Sisley and Renoir stopped at the Closerie des Lilas, a café on the corner of boulevard Montparnasse and avenue de l’Observatoire, where they had long discussions about the future direction of painting. Bazille brought along his new friend, Camille Pissarro, who was a few years older than the others. The members of this small group called themselves the “intransigents” and together they dreamt of a new Renaissance.




    Many years later, the elder Renoir spoke enthusiastically about this period to his son. “The intransigents wanted to put their immediate impressions on canvas, without any translation,” writes Jean Renoir. “Official painting, imitating imitations of the masters, was dead. Renoir and his companions were bon vivants… Meetings of the intransigents were impassioned. They longed to share their discovery of the truth with the public. Ideas came from all sides and intermingled; opinions came thick and fast. One of them seriously suggested burning down the Louvre.” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 120-121). Sisley apparently was the first to take his friends landscape painting in Fontainebleau forest. Now, instead of a model skilfully placed upon a pedestal, they had nature before them and the infinite variations of the shimmering foliage of trees constantly changing colour in the sunlight. “Our discovery of nature opened our eyes,” said Renoir. (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 118). No doubt an equally important influence on their passion for nature was the public exhibition that same year (1863) of Edouard Manet’s painting Luncheon on the Grass. The painting astonished the future Impressionists, as well as critics and observers. Manet had begun to accomplish what they dreamt of: he had taken the first steps away from neo-classical painting and moved closer to modern life. Truth be told, “burning down the Louvre” was little more than a spontaneous expression bandied about in the heat of discussion, not a conviction. When asked if he had got anything out of Gleyre’s neo-classical studio, the elder Renoir replied to his son: “A lot, in spite of the teachers. Having to copy the same écorché (anatomical study) ten times is excellent. It’s boring, and if you weren’t paying for it, you wouldn’t be doing it. But to really learn, nothing beats the Louvre.” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 112-113).




    

      [image: ]




      Pierre Auguste Renoir, The Painter Jules Le Cœur in the Forest of Fontainebleau, 1866. Oil on canvas, 106 x 80 cm. Museu de Arte, São Paulo.
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      Eugène Delacroix, Arab Saddling his Horse, 1855. Oil on canvas, 56 x 47 cm. The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg.


    


  




  

    
Precursors




    The intransigents knew how to learn from the Louvre. The museum offered a wealth of old masters from whom they could appropriate the same aspects of painting that they were exploring. Indeed, it was their second school. From the sixteenth-century Venetian masters and from Rubens they learned the beauty of pure colour. But the experience of their fellow French painters was perhaps closest to the Impressionists. Antoine Watteau, for example, caught their attention. His broken strokes of bright colour and ability to render nature’s shimmering effects with a delicately nuanced palette made an important contribution to Impressionism, as did the expressive handling of Honoré Fragonard. These two painters had already distanced themselves from a lacquer-smooth paint surface in the eighteenth century. An attentive eye saw what an important a role form and brushwork played in their canvases. They showed that it was not only unnecessary to discreetly conceal brushwork, but that brushwork could be used to render movement and the changing effects of nature.




    Painters born circa 1840 entered the field of art already armed with the notion that they could use subjects from everyday life, but in the early nineteenth century, France still had the most conservative attitude in Europe toward landscape painting. The classically composed landscape, although based on a study of details from nature, such as the observation of trees, leaves, and rocks, reigned over the annual Salon. The Dutch masters, however, had started painting the well-observed living nature of their country in the seventeenth century. In their small, modest canvases appeared various aspects of the real Holland: its vast sky, frozen canals, frost-covered trees, windmills, and charming little towns. They knew how to convey their country’s humid atmosphere through nuanced tonalities. Their compositions contained neither classical scenes nor theatrical compositions. A flat river typically ran parallel to the edge of the canvas, creating the impression of a direct view onto nature. Elsewhere, the Venetian landscape painters of the eighteenth century gave us the specific landscape genre of the veduta. The works of Francesco Guardi, Antonio Canaletto, and Bernardo Bellotto have a theatrical beauty built upon the rules of the neo-classical school, but they depict real scenes taken from life; indeed, they were noted for such topographical detail that they have remained in the history of art as documentary evidence of towns long since destroyed. Moreover, the vedute depicted a light veil of humid mist above the Venetian lagoons and the particular limpid quality of the air over the riverbanks of the island of Elbe.




    The future Impressionists also had a keen interest in painters whose work had yet to find its way into museums, such as the sketching club founded in England in the late eighteenth century. Its members, who worked directly from nature and specialised in light landscape sketches, included Richard Parkes Bonington, who died in 1828, at the age of twenty-six. Bonnington’s watercolour landscapes had a novel limpidity and grace as well as the subtle sensation of the surrounding air. A large part of his life had been spent in France, where he studied with Gros and was close to Delacroix. Bonington depicted the landscapes of Normandy and the Ile-de-France, locations where all the Impressionists would much later paint. The Impressionists were probably also familiar with the work of the English painter John Constable, from whom they may have learned how to appreciate the integrity of landscape and the expressive power of painterly brushwork. Constable’s finished paintings retain the characteristics of their sketches and the fresh colour of studies done after nature. And the Impressionists surely knew the work of Joseph Mallord William Turner, acknowledged leader of the English landscape school for sixty years until 1851. Turner depicted atmospheric effects. Fog, the haze at sunset, steam billowing from a locomotive, or a simple cloud became motifs in and of themselves. His watercolour series entitled “Rivers of France” commenced a painterly ode to the Seine that the Impressionists would later take up, and included a landscape with Rouen Cathedral that was a predecessor of Monet’s own Rouen Cathedral series.




    Professors at the Ecole des beaux-arts in mid-nineteenth-century Paris were still teaching the historical landscape based on the ideal models created in seventeenth-century France by Nicolas Poussin and Claude Le Lorrain. The Impressionists, however, were not the first to rebel against clichéd themes and to stand up for truth in painting. Pierre Auguste Renoir told his son of a strange encounter he had in 1863 in Fontainebleau forest. For whatever reason, a group of young ruffians did not like the look of Renoir, who was painting directly from nature dressed in his painter’s smock. With a single kick, one of them knocked the palette out of Renoir’s hands and caused him to fall to the ground. The girls struck him with a parasol (‘in my face, with the steel-tipped end; they could have put my eyes out!’). Suddenly, emerging from the bushes, a man appeared. He was about fifty years old, tall and strong, and he too was laden with painting paraphernalia. He also had a wooden leg and held a heavy cane in his hand. The newcomer dropped his things and rushed to the rescue of his young fellow painter. Swinging his cane and his wooden leg, he quickly scattered the attackers. My father was able to get up off the ground and join the fight… In no time the two painters had successfully stood their ground. Oblivious to the thanks coming from the person he had just saved, the one-legged man picked up the fallen canvas and looked at it attentively. “Not bad at all. You are gifted, very gifted…The two men sat down on the grass, and Renoir spoke of his life and modest ambitions. Eventually the stranger introduced himself. It was Diaz.” (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 82-83). Narcisse Diaz de la Peña belonged to a group of landscape painters known as the Barbizon school. The Barbizon painters came from a generation of artists born between the first and second decades of the nineteenth century. Almost fifty years separated them from the Impressionists. The Barbizon painters had been the first to paint landscapes after nature. It was only fitting that Renoir met Diaz in Fontainebleau forest.




    The young painters of the Barbizon school were making traditional classicising landscapes, but by the 1830s this activity no longer satisfied them. The Parisian Théodore Rousseau had fallen in love with landscape in his youth while travelling throughout France with his father. According to his biographer: “One day, on his own and without telling anyone, he purchased paints and brushes and went to the hill of Montmartre, at the foot of the old church that carried the aerial telegraph tower, and there he began to paint what he saw before him: the monument, the cemetery, the trees, the walls, and terrain that rose up there. In a few days, he finished a solid detailed study with a very natural tonality. This was the sign of his vocation.” (A. Sensier, Théodore Rousseau, Paris, 1872, p. 17).
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      John Constable, Dedham Vale, 1802. Oil on canvas, 43.5 x 34.4 cm. Victoria & Albert Museum, London.
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      Claude Monet, Houses of Parliament, Effect of Sunlight, 1903. Oil on canvas, 81 x 92 cm. Brooklyn Museum, New York.
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      Joseph Mallord William Turner, Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On), 1840. Oil on canvas, 90.8 x 122.6 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.


    




    Rousseau began painting “what he saw before him” in Normandy, in the mountains of the Auvergne, in Saint-Cloud, Sèvres, and Meudon. His first brush with fame was the Salon of 1833, well before the birth of the future Impressionists, when his View on the Outskirts of Granville (St Petersburg, The State Hermitage Museum) caused a sensation due to its focus on a mediocre, rustic motif. A contemporary critic wrote that this landscape “is among the most realistic and warmest in tone of anything the French School has ever produced.” (A. Sensier, op. cit., p. 38). Rousseau had discovered a sleepy little village called Barbizon at the entrance of the forest of Fontainebleau. There he was joined by his friend Jules Dupré and the aforementioned Spanish painter Narcisse Diaz de la Peña. Another of Rousseau’s painter friends who often worked at Barbizon was Constant Troyon. In the late 1840s, Jean-François Millet, known for his paintings of the French peasantry, moved to Barbizon with his large family. Thus was born the group of landscape painters that came to be known as the Barbizon School. However, these landscape artists only executed studies in the forest and fields, from which they subsequently composed their paintings in the studio.




    Charles-François Daubigny, who also sometimes worked at Barbizon, took the idea further than the others. He established himself at Auvers on the banks of the Oise and built a studio-barge he called the Bottin. Then the painter sailed the river, stopping wherever he wished to paint the motif directly before him. This working method enabled him to give up traditional composition and to base his colour on the observation of nature. Daubigny would later support the future Impressionists when he was a jury member of the Salon.




    But Camille Corot was perhaps the closest to the Impressionists. He was living in the village of Ville d’Avray near Paris. With characteristic spontaneity, Corot painted the ponds near his house, the reflection in their water of weeping willows, and the shaded paths that led into the forest. Even if his landscapes evoked memories of Italy, Ville-d’Avray was recognisable. No one was more sensitive to nature than Corot. Within the range of a simple grey-green palette he produced the subtlest gradations of shadow and light. In Corot’s painting, colour played a minor role; its luminosity created a misty, atmospheric effect and a sad, lyrical mood. All these characteristics gave his landscapes the quality of visual reality and movement to which the Impressionists aspired.
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      John Constable, Golding Constable’s Flower Garden, 1815. Oil on canvas, 33 x 50.8 cm. Museums and Galleries, Ipswich.
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      Gustave Courbet, A Hut in the Mountains, 1874-1876. Oil on canvas, 33 x 49 cm. The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow.


    




    Among the eldest of the Impressionists’ contemporaries were two masters who played a fundamental role in the elaboration of their idea of painting. They were Eugène Delacroix and Gustave Courbet. Delacroix showed them that colour could be used to paint shadows, that a colour changed in relation to the colour next to it, and that white did not exist in nature, as it is always tinged with reflections. Of course, the future Impressionists could have observed all that in certain works by the old masters from whom Delacroix had learned, such as Titian, Veronese, and Rubens, but Delacroix was a part of their own world and his painting still was creating controversy. The great battle between the Romantics and the Neo classicists was not over yet.




    At one point Monet and Bazille even rented a studio near Delacroix’s residence on place Fürstenberg where they could see him in his garden. Delacroix taught them to see the richness of colour in nature. As Bazille wrote to his parents about Delacroix: “You will not believe how I am learning to see in his paintings; one of these sessions is worth a month of work.” (F. Daulte, op. cit., p. 92).




    The Impressionists also encountered the art of Gustave Courbet, the “realist” painting contemporary life and fighting the conventions of neo-classicism. Courbet often used a palette knife instead of a paint brush to lay thick strokes of paint on canvas, demonstrating a degree of freedom in paint handling that had never been seen before. Under all these influences, Impressionist painting was taking form, bit by bit.
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      Alfred Sisley, A Street Scene, 1872. Oil on canvas, 65.4 x 46.2 cm. Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery, Norfolk.


    


  




  

    
The First Impressionist Exhibition




    The future Impressionists believed they were making a clean break with academic painting when they left Gleyre’s studio. Eleven years later, they were developing a new concept of painting as they worked en plein-air (out-of-doors). The time had come to announce this concept, as well as their independence from official art, and to show their canvases in the context of their own exhibition. But organising such an event was not as easy as one might think.




    Up until then, there was only one venue for exhibiting contemporary art in France: the Salon. Founded in the seventeenth century during the reign of Louis XIV by his prime minister Colbert, the exhibition was inaugurated in the Louvre’s Salon carré, whence its name. Beginning in 1747, the Salon was held biennially in different locations. By the time the future Impressionists appeared on the stage of art, the Salon boasted a two hundred year history. Obviously every painter wanted to exhibit in the Salon, because it was the only way to become known and consequently, to be able to sell paintings. But it was hard to get admitted. A critical jury made up of teachers from the Ecole des beaux-arts selected the works for the exhibition. The Académie des Beaux-Arts (one of the five Academies of the Institut de France) picked the teachers for the jury from among its own members. Furthermore, the teachers in charge of selecting the Salon’s paintings and sculptures would be choosing work made by the same artists they had as students. It was not unusual to see jury members haggling amongst themselves for the right to have the work of their own students admitted.




    The Salon’s precepts were extremely rigid and remained essentially unchanged throughout its entire existence. Traditional genres reigned and scenes taken from Greek mythology or the Bible were in accordance with the themes imposed on the Salon at its inception, only the individual scenes changed according to fashion. Portraiture retained its customary affected look and landscapes had to be “composed,” in other words, conceived from the artist’s imagination. Idealised nature, whether it concerned the female nude, portraiture, or landscape painting, was still a permanent condition of acceptance. The jury sought a high degree of professionalism in composition, drawing, anatomy, linear perspective, and pictorial technique. An irreproachably smooth surface, created with miniscule brushwork almost indiscernible to the eye, was the standard finish required for admission to the competition. There was no place in the Salon for the everyday reality young painters were anxious to explore. Finally, there was another, unformulated requirement: the paintings had to appeal to the potential buyers for whom they were made.
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      Pierre Auguste Renoir, Riders in the Bois de Boulogne, 1873. Oil on canvas, 261 x 226 cm. Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg.


    




    The victorious revolution at the end of the eighteenth century had given rise to a nouveaux riches class. Former boutique owners who had profited from the revolution built luxurious townhouses in Paris, bought jewels from the most expensive stores on the rue de la Paix, and bought no less expensive paintings from celebrated Salon painters. The newly rich had questionable tastes that required some getting used to. It was precisely in the second half of the nineteenth century that the term “salon painter” became pejorative, implying a lack of principles and venality, the sort of eagerness to please that was indispensable for commercial success. The very fact of admission to the Salon demonstrated extreme professionalism on the part of the painter and under these circumstances changing his manner of painting and his style was no great feat. It was not unusual to find a neo-classical composition next to a canvas painted in the spirit of romanticism by the same artist. It was nevertheless a matter of honour for the Salon to retain its prestige and consequently, to maintain the spirit of classicism upon which it had been based up until then.




    Salon favourites were derisively called pompiers (firemen). The contemporary meaning of this word has been lost over time. It may have stemmed from the constant presence of real firemen in the rooms of the Salon, or it may have been that the shiny headgear of the antique warriors in Salon paintings made one think of firemen. Or perhaps pompier was an echo of the French word for Pompei (Pompéi), as the Pompeian lifestyle was frequently depicted in the Salon’s antique compositions. One story attributes the origin of the term to the famous phrase by the academician Gérôme, who said that it was easier to be an arsonist than a fireman. By that the honourable professor meant artists like himself fulfilled the difficult and noble duty of firemen, whereas those who one way or another attacked the foundations of the Salon and the classical ideal of art, naturally seemed like arsonists. The four former pupils of Gleyre, along with Pissarro who had joined them, consciously took the side of the arsonists.




    Academic stagnation was already inspiring protest among artists. Even the great Ingres, an Academy member and professor of painting for whom the defence of classicism was a matter of honour, was saying that the Salon was perverting and suffocating the artist’s sense of grandeur and beauty. Ingres saw that exhibiting in the Salon awakened an interest in financial gain, the desire to achieve recognition at any cost, and that the Salon itself was changing into a sales room by selling paintings in a market inundated with items for sale, instead of a place where art dominated commerce. Moreover, too many artists remained outside of the exhibit, either because of professional mediocrity or because they failed to meet the criteria of neo-classical painting. In 1855, only 2,000 out of 8,000 submissions were accepted for the Salon that coincided with the Universal Exposition. Gustave Courbet’s best work was rejected, including his famous Burial at Ornans. Jury members felt that his artistic leanings would have a fatal effect on French art. Indeed, Courbet was the first serious arsonist: “I have studied the art of the ancients and moderns outside of the system and without taking part in it,” he wrote in the catalogue to his individual exhibition. “I no more wanted to imitate the one than I wanted to copy the other…No! From a full awareness of tradition I simply wanted to draw the intelligent and independent feeling of my own individuality. To know how to, in order to be able to: such was my thinking. To be able to translate the values, ideas, and reality of my time, according to my own understanding; in short, to make a living art, that is my goal.” (Charles Léger, Courbet, Paris, 1925, p. 62). This statement by Courbet could have just as easily been made by the Impressionists, because, although using somewhat different means, all these artists aspired to the same goal.




    

      [image: ]




      Edgar Degas, Woman Combing her Hair, c. 1888-1890. Pastel on paper, 78.7 x 66 cm. Mr and Mrs A. Alfred Taubman Collection.
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      Gustave Courbet, The Young Bather, 1866. Oil on canvas, 130.2 x 97.2 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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      Paul Cézanne, Road at Pontoise (Close to Mathurins), 1875-1877. Oil on canvas, 58 x 71 cm. The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow.


    




    Each of the future Impressionists tried, with mixed results, to get into the Salon. In 1864, Pissarro and Renoir were lucky enough to be admitted, although Renoir’s accepted painting, Esmeralda, was considered a critical failure for the artist, who destroyed it as soon as the Salon closed. In 1865, paintings by Pissarro, Renoir, and Monet were accepted.




    In 1866, all the Impressionists – Monet, Bazille, Renoir, Sisley, and Pissarro – had their works accepted. Pissarro was singled out in a review of the Salon by the young literary figure Emile Zola. Zola wrote that nobody would talk about Pissarro because he was unknown and that nobody liked his painting because he strove for realism. It is possible that the future Impressionists sometimes got their paintings into the Salon simply because nobody knew who they were yet. The jury of 1867 was harsh towards the young painters: Bazille was rejected and among the many paintings submitted by Monet, only one was selected. Zola, who typically focused on young artists in his reviews (as if he had failed to notice the academic paintings), wrote to a friend that the jury, annoyed by his “Salon,” had closed its doors to all those seeking new artistic paths. The Salon of 1868 nevertheless showed works by all five future Impressionists: Monet, Renoir, Bazille, Sisley and Pissarro. Even so, all of them felt an increasing desire to exhibit outside of the Salon.




    The idea of having a separate exhibition probably came from Courbet’s example. He was the first to actually do it. In 1865 he hastily set up a shelter on the Champs-Elysées near the Universal Exposition with a sign that read “Pavilion of Realism,” sparking strong interest among the public. “People pay money to go to the theatre and concerts,” said Courbet, “don’t my paintings provide entertainment? I have never sought to live off the favour of governments…I only appeal to the public” (C. Léger, op. cit., p. 57). The future Impressionists wanted to attract attention, too. Even when they found their way into the Salon, their modest little landscapes were only noticed by their close friends. In April 1867, Frédéric Bazille wrote to his parents: “ We’ve decided to rent a large studio every year where we’ll exhibit as many of our works as we want. We’ll invite the painters we like to send paintings. Courbet, Corot, Diaz, Daubigny and many others…have promised to send us paintings and very much like our idea. With those painters, and Monet, who is the strongest of all, we’re sure to succeed. You’ll see, people are going to be talking about us.” (F. Daulte, op. cit., p. 58).




    Organising an exhibition turned out to be no simple matter: it required money and contacts. One month later, Bazille wrote to his father: “I told you about the project of a few young men having an independent exhibit. After thoroughly exhausting our resources, we’ve succeeded in collecting a sum of two thousand five hundred francs, which is insufficient. We’re thus forced to give up on what we wanted to do. We must return to the bosom of officialdom, which never nourished us and which renounces us.” (F. Daulte, op. cit., p. 58). In the spring of 1867, Courbet and Edouard Manet each had their own solo exhibitions, after the Salon’s jury refused the paintings that they wanted to display there. Inspired by these examples, the future Impressionists never abandoned the idea of an independent exhibition, but left it to slowly ripen as they continued to work.




    Friends of the artists worried about the consequences of such an exhibit. The famous critic Théodore Duret advised them to continue seeking success at the Salon. He felt that it would be impossible for them to achieve fame through group exhibits: the public largely ignored such exhibits, which were only attended by the artists and the admirers who already knew them. Duret suggested that they select their most finished works for the Salon, works with a subject, traditional composition, and colour that was not too pure: in short, that they find a compromise with official art. He thought the only way they could cause a stir and attract the attention of the public and critics was at the Salon. Some of the future Impressionists did endeavour to compromise. In 1872, Renoir painted a huge canvas entitled, Riders in the Bois de Boulogne, which claimed the status of an elevated society portrait. The jury rejected the painting and Renoir displayed it in the Salon des Refusés, which had reopened in 1863. When the time came to organise the first Impressionist exhibit, Bazille was no longer with the group, having died in 1870 in the Franco-German war, so the bold and determined Claude Monet assumed leadership of the young painters. In his opinion they had to create a sensation and achieve success through an independent exhibition, and the others agreed with him.




    Exhibiting on their own nevertheless was a little frightening and they tried to invite as many of their friends as possible. In the end, the group of artists exhibiting turned out to be a varied bunch. In addition to a few adherents of the new painting, others joined in who painted in a far different style. Edgar Degas, who joined the group at this moment, proved to be especially active when it came to recruiting participants for the exhibition. He succeeded in attracting his friends, the sculptor Lepic and the engraver de Nittis, both very popular Salon artists. Degas also actively tried to persuade top society painter James Tissot and his friend Legros (who was living in London) to join their cause, but was unsuccessful. At the invitation of Pissarro, they were joined by an employee of the Orleans railroad company who was painting plein-air landscapes named Armand Guillaumin. Paul Cézanne travelled to the exhibit from his native town of Aix-en-Provence, also at Pissarro’s invitation. The young Cézanne had broken with official painting in his earliest works, but he no longer shared the Impressionists’ outlook on art. His participation may have aroused the concern of Edouard Manet, who definitely had been invited. According to his contemporaries, Manet said that he would never exhibit alongside Cézanne. But Manet may have simply preferred a different path. According to Monet, Manet encouraged Monet and Renoir to continue in their attempts to conquer the Salon. Manet found the Salon to be the best battlefield. In Degas’s opinion, Manet was prevented from joining them because of vanity. “The realist movement doesn’t need to fight with others,” Degas said. “It is, it exists, and it must stand alone. A realist salon is needed. Manet did not understand that. I believe it was due much more to vanity than to intelligence.” (Manet, Paris 1983, Éditions de la Réunion des Musées Nationaux, p. 29). In the end, neither Manet, nor his best friend, Henri Fantin-Latour exhibited alongside the young artists. The idea of an independent exhibition also frightened Corot, and although he liked the painting of the future Impressionists, he discouraged the young landscape painter Antoine Guillemet from participating. But Corot was unsuccessful in dissuading the courageous Berthe Morisot, a student of both Corot and Manet, whom at that moment joined the future Impressionists.
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      Claude Monet, The Port Coton Pyramids, 1886. Oil on canvas, 65.5 x 65.5 cm. Rau Collection, Cologne.


    




    Finding a location for the exhibit was a difficult problem to solve. It was risky to rent a space to young painters who were not only totally unknown, but who dared challenge the official Salon. “For some time we were automatically rejected by the designated jury, my friends and I,” Claude Monet later remembered. “What were we to do? Just painting wasn’t enough, we had to sell paintings, we had to live. The dealers wouldn’t touch us. Still, we had to exhibit. But where?” (L. Venturi, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 340). An unexpected solution was found. “Nadar, the great Nadar with the heart of gold, rented us the space,” recalled Monet. (L. Venturi, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 340).




    Nadar was the pseudonym of Gaspard Félix Tournachon, a journalist, writer, draughtsman, and caricaturist. According to a nineteenth-century historian, Nadar was equally well-known in London and Paris, Australia and Europe. A distinguished photographer, he made photographic portraits of his famous contemporaries, including Alexandre Dumas, George Sand, Charles Baudelaire, Eugène Delacroix, Honoré Daumier, Gustave Doré, Giacomo Meyerbeer, Charles Gounod, Richard Wagner, and Sarah Bernhardt, among many others. But this was not his only claim to fame. He was also a fearless aeronaut. During the Franco-German war, Nadar travelled by balloon over German lines to deliver mail from besieged Paris and it was Nadar in his balloon who got the French war minister, Léon Gambetta, out of the capital in 1871. Nadar was the first person to capture a birds-eye-view of Paris by photographing from the top of an aerostat. He was also the first to photograph the catacombs of Paris, which had opened in the mid-nineteenth century. The second-floor photography studio that he turned over to the future Impressionists, was located in the very heart of Paris, at 35, boulevard des Capucines.




    It was unlike the immense galleries that normally housed the Salon exhibitions. “The Salons, with walls covered in dark red wool, are extremely favourable to paintings,” wrote the critic Philippe Burty. “They [the paintings] are side-lit by natural light, as in apartments. They are all separated, which sets them off advantageously.” (L. Venturi, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 288). Canvases of modest dimensions, lost in midst of the Salon’s huge academic paintings, in Nadar’s studio found the optimal conditions for the “free expression of individual talents.” (L. Venturi, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 287).




    One hundred and sixty-five paintings were assembled for the exhibit, the work of thirty rather dissimilar artists. Edgar Degas, Berthe Morisot, and Paul Cézanne exhibited alongside the four Gleyre pupils. The following artists were also represented: the engraver Félix Braquemont; a friend of Edouard Manet named Zacharie Astruc; Claude Monet’s oldest friend, Eugène Boudin, landscape painter of Le Havre; and Degas’s friend, the sculptor and engraver Ludovic-Napoléon Lepic. Additionally, the extremely fashionable Joseph de Nittis gave in to the exhortations of Degas. The names of the other participants in the first Impressionist exhibition meant little to their contemporaries and have not remained in the history or art. Degas suggested they call their association “Capucin,” after the name of the boulevard, and because it was an unprovocative word that could not be taken politically or assumed to be hostile to the Salon. Eventually they adopted the name Société anonyme des artistes, peintres, sculpteurs, graveurs, etc. (The Anonymous Society of Artist, Painters, Sculptors, and Engravers). In the words of Philippe Burty: “Along with their quite obvious individual intentions, the group that thus presented itself for review held a common artistic goal: in technique, to reproduce the broad atmospheric effects of outdoor light; in sentiment, to convey the clarity of the immediate sensation.” (L. Venturi, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 288). In fact, only a few of the exhibiting artists expressed both these qualities in their painting: they are the painters that have remained in the history of art under the name of Impressionists.
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      Camille Pissarro, Portrait of Cézanne, 1874. Oil on canvas, 73 x 59.7 cm. Laurence Graff Collection.
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      Frédéric Bazille, Pierre Auguste Renoir, 1867. Oil on canvas, 62 x 51cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.


    




    The term Impressionism not only designates a trend in French art, but also a new stage in the development of European painting. It marked the end of the neo-classical period that had begun during the Renaissance. The Impressionists did not entirely break with the theories of Leonardo da Vinci and the rules according to which all European academies had conceived their paintings for over three centuries. All the Impressionists had more or less followed the lessons of their old-school professors. Each of them had their preferred old masters. But for the Impressionists, the essential thing had changed: their vision of the world and their concept of painting. The Impressionists cast doubt on painting’s literary nature, the necessity of always having to base a painting on a story, and consequently, its link to historical and religious subjects. They chose the genre of landscape because it only referred to nature and nearly all the Impressionists started their artistic itinerary with the landscape. It was a genre that appealed to observation and observation alone, rather than to the imagination, and from observation came the artist’s new view of nature, the logical consequence of all his prior pictorial experience: it was more important to paint what one saw, rather than how one was taught – that was a fact! It was impossible to see the workings of nature within the confines of the studio, so the Impressionists took to the outdoors and set up their easels in fields and forests. The close observation of nature had a power until then undreamt of. If the natural landscape was incompatible with the traditional concept of composition and perspective, then artists had to reject academic rules and obey nature. If traditional pictorial technique stood in the way of conveying the truths artists discovered in nature, then this technique had to be changed. A new genre of painting appeared in the works of the Impressionists that lacked traditional finish and often resembled a rapid oil sketch. But the Impressionists still lacked a new aesthetic theory that could replace tradition. Their one, firm conviction was that they could employ any means to arrive at truth in art. “These daredevils assumed that the work of the artist could be done without professing or practising a religious respect of academic theories and professional practices,” wrote one critic, three years after the first Impressionist exhibition in 1877. “To those who ask them to formulate a program, they cynically reply that they have none. They are happy to give the public the impressions of their hearts and minds, sincerely, naively, without retouching.” (L. Venturi, op. cit., vol. 2, p. 330).
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      Edouard Manet, Self-Portrait with a Palette, 1879. Oil on canvas, 83 x 67 cm. Private collection.


    


  




  

    
Edouard Manet (1832-1883)




    “He was greater than we thought he was”




    (Edgar Degas)




    The art of Manet was one of the most important aesthetic factors contributing to the emergence of Impressionism. Although he was only twelve years older than Monet, Bazille, Renoir, and Sisely, those painters considered him a master. “Manet was as important to us as Cimabue and Giotto were for the painters of the Italian Renaissance,” Renoir told his son (J. Renoir, op. cit., p. 117). The originality of Manet’s painting and his independence from academic canons opened new creative horizons for the Impressionists.




    Manet’s biography reads like that of many artists: his wealthy family of the Paris bourgeoisie wanted their son to be a lawyer, not an artist-painter. As a compromise, it was decided Manet would become a sailor. After failing the entrance exams for the Naval Academy, he boarded a sailing ship called the “Havre and Guadeloupe” as a sixteen-year-old apprentice and set off across the Atlantic. The romantic voyage to Rio de Janeiro only intensified Manet’s desire to devote himself to art. Returning to Le Havre in 1849, he nevertheless tried again to get into the Naval Academy, but (luckily for him) failed a second time. In 1850, with his school friend Antonin Proust, Manet entered the studio of Thomas Couture.




    Couture was still participating in the Salon and made a name for himself in 1847 with a huge canvas called The Romans of the Decadence (Paris, Musée d’Orsay). The teaching methods of his studio were considered innovative for his day. As a pupil, Manet was probably easily taught in the beginning, but he quickly became disillusioned. “I don’t know why I’m here,” he said to Antonin Proust in 1850, his first year with Couture. “Everything before our eyes is ridiculous. The light is wrong, the shadows are wrong. When I enter the studio I feel like I’m entering a tomb. I know we can’t make a model undress in the street. But there are fields and, at least in the summer, we could do studies of the nude in the country, since the nude appears to be the first and last word in art.” (Antonin Proust, “Edouard Manet. Souvenirs,” La Revue Blanche, 1897, p. 126). Manet nevertheless spent six years in Couture’s studio and the influence of Couture’s solid training is consequently notable in many of Manet’s paintings. The details of their student-teacher relationship are unknown to us, but Couture probably recognised Manet’s brilliant individuality, even if it was inconsistent with his own idea of art: one day while looking at Manet’s work, Couture reputedly told his pupil that it looked like he wanted to become the Daumier of his time.




    Manet constantly copied the old masters and demonstrated a wide variety of interests at the same time he was training in Couture’s studio. During trips to European cities he copied paintings in museums, including Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum and probably the museums of Kassel, Dresden, Prague, Vienna, Munich, Florence, and Rome. He was very interested in the nude, in his own words, “the first and last word in art.” In 1852 he copied Boucher’s Diana Leaving the Bath in the Louvre and in 1853 he copied Titian’s Venus of Urbino, also in the Louvre. Manet was probably formulating the idea for his own variation on the classical nude, his future Olympia (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) at this time. But from the outset what interested him most was colour, and his favourite old masters represented the school of colour: Titian, Rubens, and Velázquez. The Louvre was also where Manet often made new acquaintances. It was there that in 1857 he met Henri Fantin-Latour and they later became friends. In 1859, while copying Velázquez’s Infanta Margarita directly onto a copper plate, a painter his own age stopped behind him. It was Degas. “You have the audacity to engrave like that, without any preliminary drawing, I wouldn’t dare do it like that!” he exclaimed. (Manet, op. cit., p. 506).
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      Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863. Oil on canvas, 130.5 x 190 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.


    




    Manet also had a role model among his living contemporaries: Eugène Delacroix. Antonin Proust remembered Manet returning from a visit to the Luxembourg museum exclaiming, “There’s a masterpiece in the Luxembourg: The Barque of Dante. If we go see Delacroix, we’ll make it the pretext of our visit to ask him for permission to copy The Barque.” (A. Proust, op. cit., p. 129). They polished-up on their plan and were received by Delacroix, who gave them a piece of advice that Manet could truly appreciate, as Proust remembered it: “One must look at Rubens, be inspired by Rubens, copy Rubens, Rubens was god.” (A. Proust, op. cit., p. 129). According to Proust, Delacroix gave them a rather cool reception, but the older artist seemed to warm before Manet’s paintings. When critics attacked Manet’s painting Music in the Tuileries Gardens, Delacroix said that he regretted “being unable to come to this man’s defence.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 126). The year was 1863, shortly before Delacroix’s death and during Manet’s exhibit at the Martinet gallery. Manet attended Delacroix’s funeral with Charles Baudelaire. One year later, Manet’s friend, the talented portraitist Henri Fantin-Latour, painted a large canvas called Homage to Delacroix (Paris, Musée d’Orsay), which depicts Manet at age thirty among Delacroix’s friends and admirers in front of a portrait of the great Romantic. Manet appears just as his contemporaries described him: “A blond with a silky beard… grey eyes, and a straight nose with mobile nostrils.” Clearly the point of the painting, with Manet occupying such a significant position in it, was to establish Manet as the direct descendent of Delacroix.




    The loss of Delacroix coincided with the advent of Manet’s art before the public. On 1 March that same year (1863), Manet showed fourteen paintings at the Martinet gallery. Most of these works were painted in 1862; all shared a common characteristic: the painter’s admiration for Spanish painting. Manet had yet to visit Spain; his awareness of Spanish painting was limited to the Louvre’s collection and to reproductions. Nevertheless, the young Parisian painter had discovered in the work of seventeenth-century Spanish masters the colour quality he was seeking in his own painting. According to critics, even the most intimate painting exhibited at Martinet, the Boy with a Sword (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art) painted in 1861, was an intentional evocation of Spanish infante portraiture. The little boy who posed for the painting in Manet’s rue Guyot studio, Léon Koelle-Leenhoff, was probably the only son of Manet and his wife, the pianist Suzanne Leenhoff.




    Manet’s admiration for the palette of Velázquez is evident in the boy’s black and white costume, his pink complexion, and the green-brown background. In Young Woman Reclining in Spanish Costume (New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery), a young woman lying on a sofa (probably Nadar’s mistress) also wears a Spanish man’s costume. Contemporaries saw the influence of Goya in the red velvet sofa and the warm highlights on white satin combined with the black bolero jacket. We know that Nadar photographed Goya’s The Clothed Maja (Maja Vestida, Madrid, Museo del Prado) and that the photograph was sold in Paris. In fact, Manet wrote the following dedication on the painting’s grey background: “To my friend Nadar, Manet.” Manet also employed a Spanish palette of silvery grey, pink, and cherry-red in The Street Singer. The painting was based on real-life impressions of Paris: “At the entrance of rue Guyot a woman was coming out of a seedy bar, raising her dress and holding her guitar,” tells Proust. “He went right up to her and asked her to come pose for him. She smiled. ‘I’ll catch her again,’ Manet exclaimed, ‘and then if she doesn’t want to, I have Victorine.’” (A. Proust, op. cit., p. 170).
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      Edouard Manet, The Grand Canal, Venice, 1874. Oil on canvas, 57 x 48 cm. Private collection (formerly property of the Provincial Security Council, San Francisco).
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      Edouard Manet, Music in the Tuileries Gardens, 1862. Oil on canvas, 76.2 x 118.1 cm. The National Gallery, London.


    




    Victorine Louise Meurent, Manet’s favourite model, played a special role in his painting during the 1860s. The painter met the young Russian girl with milky white skin somewhere in a Parisian crowd, perhaps in rue Maître Albert where she lived, not far from Manet’s studio. She posed for Manet on numerous occasions after The Street Singer, including the marvellous painting entitled, Miss Victorine Meurent in the Costume of an Espada (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art), which Manet exhibited a little later. Manet actually retained the name of his model in the title of this highly eccentric composition. Although there was absolutely nothing Spanish about the subject, the painting had the atmosphere of Spain, which the painter had never actually seen, but was able to render through colour. “A female model posing as a toreador is ridiculous in terms of realism,” wrote one critic. (Manet, op. cit., p. 113). Manet was criticised for the clash between the bullfight scene in the background and the figure of Victorine; an inability to establish proportions; and even for his drawing and painting. One well-known critic, Castagnary, exclaimed with indignation: “Is this drawing? Is this painting?” (Manet, op. cit., p. 112). Only Emile Zola knew how to interpret the young painter: “The only thing guiding his choices when he assembles several objects or figures is the desire to create beautiful areas of colour and beautiful contrasts.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 113).




    Among the paintings exhibited at the Martinet gallery, Lola de Valence (Paris, Musée d’Orsay) was unquestionably the most Spanish. During the summer of 1862, all of Paris rushed to the Hippodrome where dancers from the royal theatre of Madrid and a troupe called La Flor de Sevilla were performing for the National Ballet of Spain. Manet persuaded several dancers to pose for him and painted in the studio of his friend Stevens, which was large enough for him to paint the canvas entitled, The Spanish Ballet (Washington D.C., Phillips Collection), also shown at Martinet. Within this troupe, Parisians saved their greatest admiration for Lola Melea, a dancer known by her stage name Lola de Valence. Lola posed for Manet in his studio. Once again, Manet composed an eccentric scene: Lola is depicted backstage, where an opening reveals a theatre full of restless, noisy spectators. Manet relies on colour and colour alone to create this last impression. Upon closer inspection, one realises that there are no concrete figures, only loose touches of colour. Lola stands in fourth position holding a fan, in the attitude of Goya’s famous painting, The Duchess of Alba (New York, Hispanic Society of America). Manet’s friend Charles Baudelaire was also taken by the dancing of Lola, in his own words, “my preferred dancer, the amusing model of my friend Manet, so often celebrated, kissed, and caressed in Paris.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 146). Moreover, the sonnet he wrote about her was dedicated not to the actual dancer, but to the Lola of Manet’s painting: “Entre tant de beautés que partout on peut voir, / Je comprends bien, amis, que le Désir balance ; / Mais on voit scintiller en Lola de Valence / Le charme inattendu d’un bijou rose et noir” (I understand, friends, that Desire wavers between so many beauties everywhere to be seen, but in Lola de Valence we see sparkle the unexpected charm of a pink and black jewel.) (Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal, Paris, 2002, p. 250). In keeping with the poet’s wishes, these lines were inscribed on the painting’s frame for the exhibitions of 1863 and 1867. Baudelaire was celebrating exactly what aroused the indignation of critics. Paul Mantz wrote that Lola and Music in the Tuileries Gardens, “in their hodgepodge of red, blue, yellow, and black are the caricature of colour, not colour itself.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 150). To the painter’s friends and enemies alike, it was precisely his colour that was most striking, as much for its intensity as for the manner in which it had been applied, forming the painting’s “careless” surface. For example, on the surface of Lola’s skirt, which he painted in broad black strokes, Manet seemed to have carelessly thrown small bits of red, green, and yellow impasto. It represented an unprecedented freedom, even compared to Courbet’s palette painting.
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      Edouard Manet, Portrait of Irma Brunner or Woman with a Black Hat or The Viennese Woman, c. 1880. Pastel on canvas and frame, 53.5 x 44.1 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.


    




    Courbet’s name automatically came to mind at the Martinet exhibition. Manet was definitely walking in Courbet’s footsteps with his composition entitled, Music in the Tuileries Gardens (London, National Gallery). Nevertheless, Manet had more spontaneity; he did not elaborate the setting, but seemed to capture a slice of life as it unfolded around him. Manet had depicted the Paris crowd during one of the concerts regularly given in the Tuileries gardens. The military orchestra that normally played there is outside of the picture frame. What the spectator sees before him is an aspect of society life in which the painter himself was a devoted participant. Here is Manet depicted in his own painting, on the left, next to his studio mate Albert de Balleroy. (Fantin-Latour also depicts them side by side two years later in his Homage to Delacroix). The critic Champfleury is visible between their heads and the artist’s brother, Eugène Manet, is also depicted. And more of Manet’s friends are recognisable dotting the audience: the painter Henri Fantin-Latour, the writers Charles Baudelaire and Zacharie Astruc, the journalist Aurélien Schol, the inspector of museums, Baron Taylor, and the composer Jacques Offenbach, who would soon become famous for his operettas La Belle Hélène and La Vie Parisienne. Women in refined fashionable outfits are making conversation: in the foreground is Madame Lejosne, wife of Comandant Lejosne, a friend of Manet’s; the woman next to her with an elegant violet in her hat is probably Madame Offenbach. The painting was Manet’s first attempt at depicting the mosaic of real Parisian life. No one had ever painted such a composition before. The colour of the Parisian crowd – a combination of pink, blue, golden yellow, black, and white – reflected the artist’s passion for the usual Spanish masters. It was said that Manet had made plein-air watercolour studies in the Tuileries gardens, but the influence of such a process is difficult to detect in the dark foliage of Manet’s trees.




    To the future Impressionists, Manet’s colour and style of painting were a revelation, even if in principle they contrasted with their own investigations. At this stage, Manet was oblivious to plein-air painting and the direct observation of colour in nature held no interest for him. The coloration of Manet’s “Spanish” paintings was acquired from the museums. He had intensified his colour and made his brushwork more expressive than that of the old masters. Moreover, Manet had actually invented the colour that his admirers, the future impressionists, were trying to find in living nature. They were following different paths and it is not surprising that Manet did not want to exhibit with the young artists in 1874, whatever pretext he used to justify declining the invitation.
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      Edouard Manet, Mr and Mrs Auguste Manet, 1860. Oil on canvas, 110 x 90 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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      Edouard Manet, Portrait of Théodore Duret, 1868. Oil on canvas, 43 x 35 cm. Petit Palais – Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris, Paris.


    




    Two months after the Martinet gallery show, Paris got a new surprise. On 1 May, 1863, for the first time in the history of French art, two parallel exhibitions opened simultaneously: the traditional Salon and the Salon des Refusés. The number of complaints from rejected artists that year was especially high: out of 5,000 submitted canvases, only 2,783 had been accepted, barely over half of all works submitted. In fact, many of the paintings rejected clearly were beneath the professional level required by the jury. But there were others that the jury had deemed too daring in pictorial style.




    Manet was obviously in this category. Napoleon III had come to personally tour the exhibition rooms shortly before their opening. Astonished by the jury’s strictness, he ordered all the rejected paintings be exhibited. Two of Manet’s Spanish paintings found their way into the Salon des Refusés: Miss Victorine Meurent in the Costume of an Espada and Young Man in the Costume of a Mayo (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art), as well as a new painting, Luncheon on the Grass. “The two exhibits were only separated by a turnstile,” one of the rejected artists remembered. “People expected a good laugh and did laugh, from the door. Manet, in the most remote room, burned a hole in the wall with his Luncheon on the Grass” (A. Tabarant, Manet. Histoire catalographique, Paris, 1931, p. 95).




    Today, it is difficult to understand why this painting so shocked its contemporaries. According to the memoirs of Antonin Proust, it was conceived en plein-air in Argenteuil. Manet was lost in the contemplation of bathers coming out of the water. “It looks like I have to do a nude,” he told me. “And I’m really going to give them one, a nude.” After that, however, he remembered a painting, then attributed to Giorgione, called The Pastoral Concert that he had previously copied in the Louvre. He executed it absolutely to the letter. Instead of musicians in red velvet Renaissance costume, Manet’s painting depicts his brother Eugène and his brother-in-law in the company of a nude Victorine Meurent, seated in a clearing having a picnic. Some critics found the painting indecent. “These two characters have the air of vacationing schoolboys, making an outrageous remark,” wrote one of them “and I search in vain for the meaning of this rather unsuitable enigma” (Manet, op. cit., p. 166). Still, the discussions surrounding the painting’s subject matter fail to explain its almost total rejection. Manet was also criticised for the spontaneity of his depiction of real people in the process of having a picnic: the forms of the nude model were far from the classical ideal, and the man reclining next to Victorine simply looked ugly. Even one of Baudelaire’s friends, the critic Théophile Toret, questioned Manet’s taste.
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      Edouard Manet, The Absinthe Drinker, c. 1859. Oil on canvas, 181 x 106 cm. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen.
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      Edouard Manet, The Luncheon in the Studio, 1868. Oil on canvas, 118 x 153.9 cm. Neue Pinakothek, Munich.


    




    There was something else about this painting that was grating, although it was never expressly articulated. In his landscape, Manet had broken the tradition of following the classical rules of constructing aerial perspective. To understand the simplicity and intelligence of the academic system for rendering aerial perspective in a landscape, one only has to look at any one of Claude Lorrain’s paintings. The painting’s foreground was supposed to be in warm, yellow-brown tones, which became progressively cooler and generally green in the middle ground, and were shaded to merge by gradation with the distance, which was a cold, blue-green. But Manet’s foreground is bright green, rather than a warm, yellow-brown; and Manet’s background shines with yellow sunlight, rather than fades into blue-green. In the middle ground, a half-dressed woman splashes around in pure blue water. In the foreground, the artist paints a still life, whose bright blue shadows and yellow and cherry-red colours compete with the tonalities of the figures. Broad strokes of colour applied with apparent carelessness give the impression of a sketch made a la prima. In fact, Manet was still using a multi-layered pictorial technique, as he was taught by Couture, a top painting instructor. X-ray photographs of Manet’s paintings show a classic under layer of lead white, upon which (once it had dried) layers of colour were superimposed. The end result was nevertheless inconsistent with traditional values; it moreover seemed impossible for such a painting to have been executed out of doors. Degas later provided these clarifications: “Manet was not thinking in terms of plein-air painting when he did Luncheon on the Grass. He only got that idea after seeing Monet’s first paintings.” (L. Halévy, Degas parle, Paris, 1960, p. 110-111). Nevertheless, this was the specific painting that shocked the future Impressionists and led them to work en plein-air, something Manet learned to do later, thanks to their example.
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      Edouard Manet, The Balcony, 1868. Oil on canvas, 170 x 124.5 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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      Edouard Manet, Repose (Portrait of Berthe Morisot), 1870. Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 73.5 cm. Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, Providence.
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      Edouard Manet, Reading, 1869. Oil on canvas, 61 x 74 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.


    




    Manet was a man of the world. Emile Zola wrote that Manet, like the rest of society, dreamt of the kind of success in Paris where he would be praised by women, adulated by critics, and received in salons. According to Anontin Proust, Manet lost faith after cruel attacks from the press. After the pitiful reception of Luncheon on the Grass, he dared not show another painting he had finished in 1863, that in a certain sense was the summation of all his youthful work. Nevertheless, nothing could deter Manet from his chosen path in life, so in 1865 Olympia (Paris, Musée d’Orsay) was shown to the viewing public.




    And again there was shock and an incredible scandal around the painting. “Insults rain down on me like hailstones,” Manet wrote to Baudelaire, “I’ve never had such a reception.” (Manet, op. cit, p. 181). The painter was accused of every conceivable sin. At the same time, the Paris Salon was full of nude Venuses depicting the classical ideal of beauty. Baudry’s The Pearl and the Wave and Cabanel’s The Birth of Venus (Paris, Musée d’Orsay) had generated enthusiasm in 1863; only a few years earlier, viewers had admired the female figures in The Romans of the Decadence painted by Manet’s master, Thomas Couture. The reappearance of Victorine Meurent, who was recognised immediately, caused great emotion. Her complete nudity was emphasised by a thin, velvet ribbon around her neck and by a bracelet. She was lying on a white sheet and a pink silk shawl. The black servant confirmed what everyone suspected, namely that this was definitely a prostitute waiting for a client who had brought her a bouquet carefully made by a florist. Unlike Titian’s Vénus d’Urbino, which Manet greatly admired, but which only existed in the closed world of his canvas, Olympia looked out at the viewer unabashedly.




    Everything in this painting caused indignation, beginning with the title on the frame. Who was this Olympia? There were wide-ranging interpretations. Olympia was the name of an evil woman in the Tales of Hoffmann, which were very popular in Paris at the time. Or the name may have been suggested by an insipid poem written by Manet’s friend Zacharie Astruc: “When weary of dreaming Olympia wakes up/springtime is in the arms of the gentle black messenger/it’s the same slave to the lover’s night/that wants to celebrate the lovely day to see/the majestic young girl in whom the flame is vigilant.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 179).




    In any case, the name given to the painting defied classical tradition. As for the technique, critics had nothing positive to say about it: “The flesh tones are dirty… shadows are indicated by more or less large strips of shoe polish…An almost childlike ignorance of the most basic elements of drawing…” But the most hideous thing was the colour: “The dark red-head is incomparably ugly… White, black, red, and green make a hideous racquet on this canvas.” (sic) (Manet, op. cit., p. 182). Even Courbet was incapable of understanding Manet’s Olympia. “It’s flat, it has no modelling,” he said. “It looks like the queen of spades from a deck of cards coming out of the bath.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 182).




    Manet, always ready to give back in kind, replied that he was tired of endless modelling and that Courbet’s ideal form apparently was a billiard ball. In Manet’s painting, the female nude definitely lacks the characteristics of a billiard ball; Manet made no use of traditional modelling, his essential method still involved the use of colour. Precise contours and delicate nuances of colour created the figure’s volume and forms. And just as in Lola, Manet’s seemingly careless impasto technique creates an impression of freshness in the flower bouquet. With the black cat arching its back at the foot of the bed, the painting was perceived by contemporaries as a means to simultaneously mock bourgeois decency, good taste, and the classical rules of art.




    Another source of distress for Manet was the fact that critics were starting to confuse his name with the very similar name of another painter – Claude Monet, whom nobody knew yet. In 1865, Monet exhibited his seascapes, for which an inattentive critic complemented Edouard Manet. “Ah! My dear, it’s disgusting, I am furious,” Manet told a friend. “The only time I receive a complement, it’s for someone else’s painting. Anyone would think it’s a hoax.” (D. Wildenstein, Claude Monet, Paris, 1971, p. 17). The next year, in 1866, Monet exhibited a portrait of his wife in a green dress. An interesting text was placed under a caricature of the painting: “Monet or Manet? – Monet. But it’s to Manet that we owe this Monet; Bravo, Monet! Thank you, Manet.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 509). In this way the caricaturist clearly established the correlation between the two painters. A little later, Zacharie Astruc introduced the young landscape painter Monet to his friend Manet. Monet’s respect for his elder and Manet’s interest in the new methods that he saw in Monet’s painting meant that these two men were quickly to become friends. One by one, the painters who were later called the Impressionists gathered around Manet.
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      Edouard Manet, Portrait of Victorine Meurent, c. 1862. Oil on canvas, 42.9 x 43.8 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.


    




    The confusion between the two painters’ similar names was due to the fact that both artists started to paint seascapes in the mid 1860s. Monet had grown up in Le Havre and Manet spent nearly every summer since childhood on the northern coast of France in Boulogne. Nevertheless, Manet had never painted seascapes before. In fact, the painting that he did in 1864, The Battle of the “Kearsarge” and the “Alabama”, was not actually a seascape in genre. In July 1864, when Manet arrived in Boulogne, life threw him the gift of a marvellous subject: in the Channel off Cherbourg a battle was taking place between two American ships, the federal corvette called the “Kearsarge” and the Confederate ship called the “Alabama.” The “Kearsarge” attacked and sank the “Alabama.” Naturally, such an important event as the American Civil War being fought along the French coast impressed many people at the time. Manet was not indifferent to political life and even less to events that took place at sea: his naval past had left him with romantic memories. This painting may be considered his first historical painting. We are unaware if Manet witnessed the combat himself, but according to his own words, he painted the “Kearsarge” after nature when it was anchored at Boulogne. This painting, however, only depicts the Confederate Alabama in the process of sinking and two sailing ships, one French and one American en route to aid the survivors. Nevertheless, it was the landscape in this painting, not the dynamics of the battle, that impressed all who saw it. The sea in Manet’s painting is alive. The artist seems to have viewed it from the deck of a boat, rather than from shore. Its bright green surface extends to the top of the canvas like a huge panel of fabric. It is a uniform green without any reflections of colour; the impression of waves is solely created by some white touches. “It’s the feeling of nature and of landscape,” wrote one critic, himself a native of Normandy, “very simple and powerful… Mr Manet has shifted his two vessels to the horizon. He had the good taste to diminish them through the distance, but the sea that he causes to swell all over, the sea that he extends and leads up to the frame of his painting… is more terrible than the combat…” (Manet, op. cit., p. 219). In other seascapes as well, Manet painted the sea in the flat tone of a uniform colour, on the surface of which he drew the backlit, black silhouettes of sailing ships in the form of commas. Monet was undoubtedly impressed by these seascapes as a French Norman. Nevertheless, the young Monet was such a powerful individual that it was his own painting that much later influenced Manet. When Manet painted Rochefort’s Escape (Zurich, Kunsthaus) in 1881, the green surface of the sea vibrated with nervous touches of lead white nonchalantly placed, with various references, as in the painting of Monet.




    Each painting by Manet was a new surprise, due to his unexpected pictorial approach. In 1866 he painted The Fifer. Some critics saw a resemblance to Victorine Meurent in the fresh adolescent face, but more than likely the painting depicts a little musician who actually posed for the painting: there were musicians’ quarters next to Manet’s studio. The figure of the fifer, outlined in black, appears to be cut out from the shimmering grey-green background, which represents nothing more than the air. Manet was the first painter to use colour to render surrounding air. The painting has no concrete decoration, landscape, or interior. Only a small strip of shadow extends from the fifer’s feet to show he stands firmly on solid ground. Three flat patches of colour – deep red, black, and white – form the painting’s palette with extreme concision. Only the little boy’s face is handled with delicate pink shades.




    The concision of Manet’s painting lost none of its meaning for succeeding generations of painters. Matisse wrote: “He was the first one to act instinctively and thereby simplify the art of painting…A great painter is one who discovers viable individual gestures to express the subject of his vision in formal terms. Manet found his.” (R. Cogniat et M. Hoog, Manet, Paris, 1982, p. 35-36).
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      Edouard Manet, Lola de Valence, 1862. Oil on canvas, 123 x 92 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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      Edouard Manet, The Street Singer, 1862. Oil on canvas, 175 x 109 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.


    




    The year 1867 was full of significant events in Manet’s life. It was the year of the new Universal Exposition. Courbet opened his own independent pavilion as before. Manet, too, decided to do something rash: with his own means, he built a temporary shelter next to Courbet’s exhibition at the corner of avenues Montaigne and Alma, not far from the Universal Exposition. “I decided to have my own exhibition,” he wrote to Emile Zola. “I have at least forty paintings to show. I’ve already been offered some very good locations near the Champ-de-Mars.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 520). Manet assembled fifty canvases there, including all those that had previously provoked scandal: The Street Singer, Miss Victorine Meurent in the Costume of an Espada, Lola, Luncheon on the Grass, Olympia, and Music in the Tuileries Gardens. He knew that the public might have another violent reaction against his painting and he anticipated a new wave of malicious criticism, perhaps even mockery. According to his own words, he wanted to make peace with the segment of the public that opposed him. He wrote the preface to his own catalogue, talking about himself in the third person, mentioning the many times his paintings had suffered rejection by the Salon jury and said that in the public’s eyes, an award from the Salon was a guarantee of talent. Thus the artist found himself trapped in a narrow circle he could not escape. Manet continued on, saying that if creativity was becoming a battle, it should be fought with equal weapons, meaning painters must have the chance to show their work. He explained the reasons why he organised an independent exhibition and called on visitors not to admire his paintings, but to understand that all his work was honest and truthful. He added that he had never suggested abolishing old painting or establishing a new painting. He only wanted to be himself and not someone else. It was precisely this honesty that gave his work its character of protest, but as a painter he had never wanted to protest. It was the viewers who had protested against his painting because it did not employ the traditional forms and techniques they were accustomed to. One can only get used to initially troublesome and offensive painting by carefully viewing it many times over, only then is one able to understand and also eventually subscribe to an artist’s work. Manet declared that exhibiting was a matter of life or death for an artist; it meant finding friends and allies in the battle.




    And Manet truly threw himself into battle. In addition to the fashionable critics who were already having fun at the painter’s expense and were openly mocking his paintings, Manet received a new insult from the great Courbet. Passing by his neighbour’s exhibition, Courbet burst out with resounding laughter: “What Spaniards!” he said and left. Nevertheless, as Manet expected, such an exhibition also helped him find true friends. Beginning in 1866, when the Salon jury rejected The Fifer, Emile Zola took up Manet’s defence in his review of the Salon. Zola was the first to openly declare his admiration of Manet’s talent, honesty, and desire to create by listening to his own heart. Zola said that it was popular to take sides in France and to roast someone. The public saw Manet as an adolescent, a semi-novice who gathered the drunkards of his genre around him. This slacker specialised in painting caricatures to amuse the public and in this way attract attention to himself. Zola spoke of Manet as a painter who stayed close to nature, placing his confidence solely in the observation of nature, rather than science or experience. He wrote that Luncheon on the Grass and Olympia were masterpieces and that Manet’s paintings belonged in the Louvre. “Since nobody says it, I will say it myself,” he wrote. “I will shout it out. I am so confident that the future will consider Mr Manet master that I would consider it a great opportunity to buy all of his paintings now, if I had the fortune.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 280). Manet was deeply touched and wrote to the critic afterwards: “Dear Mr Zola, I don’t know where to find you to take your hand and tell you how pleased and proud I am to be defended by a man of your talent. What a beautiful article! Very many thanks.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 520). In 1867, Zola wrote a study on Manet for the La Revue du XIXe siècle, and then published a brochure containing this study, a portrait of Manet engraved by Braquemont, and an etching with Manet’s Olympia. At this time Manet was already writing to him like a close friend: “My dear Zola, I must confess to you that it would only give me pleasure to see your brochure on me sold at my exhibition.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 520). Zola considered Manet’s individual exhibition a significant cultural event on par with the exhibition of Courbet, whose genius had already been acknowledged in his lifetime. In an assessment of their work contained in an article he wrote in 1868 for L’Evénement illustré, he wrote that being free of Greeks, Romans, and medieval subjects (in other words, all the necessary components of neo-classical and romantic art), painting found itself face to face with real life. And it is this reality that compelled both Courbet and Manet to depict their contemporaries in their canvases as they really were, in their own clothes, and with their own moral values.




    In 1868, Manet painted the Portrait of Emile Zola (Paris, Musée d’Orsay), expressing in his own way his gratitude for Zola’s support. The cover of Zola’s brochure on Manet is clearly visible amongst papers scattered over a desk and the writer holds an open book in his hands – The History of Painters by Charles Blanc – that could always be found in Manet’s studio. In the reproduction or print of Manet’s Olympia, the model appears to have turned her eyes towards the painter, whereas in the painting she looks straight ahead: yet another expression of the gratitude the painter felt towards the writer. According to contemporaries, the Japanese engraving and the Japanese screen were part of Manet’s studio décor; it was precisely the mid 1860s when a fashion for all things Japanese spread throughout Paris and a boutique opened where Japanese prints were sold. Contemporary critics noted a certain coldness in this image of Zola, a lack of intimacy in the portraiture. This may be due to the fact that the painting was intended for the Salon and therefore required an official character and a traditional composition. Or perhaps Manet and Zola had yet to become the close friends they eventually became.
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      Edouard Manet, The Blonde with Bare Breasts, 1873. Oil on canvas, 62.5 x 51 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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      Edouard Manet, Luncheon on the Grass, 1863. Oil on canvas, 208 x 264.5 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.


    




    In June of the same year (1867), Manet finished his history painting entitled, The Execution of Maximilian (*, **). The painting reflects his active interest in the life of his times. In 1867 Mexican insurgents executed the archduke Maximilian appointed emperor of Mexico by Napoleon III, along with the generals who remained faithful to him. Many people in France blamed Napoleon for evacuating his troops from Mexico at the very moment the young emperor needed their aid. Manet was deeply moved by the tragedy and for months worked on variations of this painting, which gave new meaning to the term history painting. Manet was interested in the history of his own era, rather than subjects from antique mythology and the Bible, as was the practice at the Ecole des beaux-arts and the Salon. The romantics Jéricho and Delacroix (and before them Gros, who immortalised the campaigns of Napoléon Bonaparte) had begun to make paintings in this genre. But here again Manet did everything his own way. It was no coincidence that his contemporaries were reminded of the Spanish masters when viewing Manet’s Emperor Maximilien, specifically, Goya’s The Execution of 3 May 1808 (Madrid, Museo del Prado). In addition to learning colour from the Spanish painters, Manet also learned how to achieve the emotional tension of Goya’s work. Painting themes was foreign to the future Impressionists, but that did not prevent them from once again admiring their elder, who brilliantly showed them how to follow the lessons of the old masters: “It’s a Goya, and yet Manet has never been more himself!” exclaimed Renoir before this painting. (Ambroise Vollard, Souvenirs d’un marchand de tableaux, Paris, 1936, p. 72).




    1867 was also marked by another event that deeply moved Manet: the death of Baudelaire, the great poet and friend who had supported Manet so much early in his painting career. Few friends came to accompany the poet to his final resting place when the burial took place on 2 September. It was the end of a very hot summer. There was no mail on Sunday and many people received the funeral notice too late to attend. Additionally, a big storm erupted at the moment of interment and thunder chased away many of those who had come. Manet was among eleven people who followed the funeral procession to the Montparnasse cemetery. It is quite likely that Manet’s painting known as The Funeral (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art) depicts this event. On the horizon, one can make out the silhouettes of the five recognisable monuments of Paris: the Observatoire, Val-de-Grâce, Pantheon, Saint-Etienne-du-Mont, and the tower of Clovis. The sketchy stormy sky and the upper section of the painting lit by a warm golden light contrasts with the lower section where the funeral procession is depicted in black strokes over a dark green background. The colour and contrasting light establish an emotional tension that betrays the painter’s feelings. The unfinished aspect of the painting and the free application of colour through large brushwork make it even more expressive.
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      Edouard Manet, Georges Clemenceau (Portrait of Georges Clemenceau at the Tribune), 1879-1880. Oil on canvas, 115.9 x 88.2 cm. Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth.
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      Edouard Manet, Portrait of Henri Rochefort, 1881. Oil on canvas, 81.5 x 66.5 cm. Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg.


    




    Another canvas painted the same year also gives the impression of being unfinished: Races at Longchamp (Chicago, The Art Institute of Chicago). One critic even described it as a sketch. Manet was the first to depict the racetrack in painting; the subject was later taken up by Impressionist Edgar Degas. This painting shows the final moment of the races in the Bois de Boulogne. The location is rendered with great detail, with the hills of Saint-Cloud recognisable in the background. Careful observation of nature is evident in the clouds, painted with lightness and liveliness, and the veil of mist rendered by the painting’s somewhat blurred contours. It is the only way to draw horses with such concision, as they hasten in a spirited gallop right in front of the viewer. For the first time in the visual arts, a painting calls for comparison with instantaneous photography. And here again, Manet took the first step, ahead of Impressionist Degas who had started to photograph. Nevertheless, it was not yet an issue for Manet to work en plein-air. Five years later, in 1872, he returned to the theme of the races in a new painting, Racecourse in the Bois de Boulogne, that had been commissioned by a certain Barret. It is quite likely that Manet worked en plein-air for at least part of it, but many things had changed around 1872. At that time, Manet was connected with Degas and they sometimes went to the races at Longchamp together. The possibility that future Impressionist Degas was now influencing the composition of Manet’s paintings cannot be ruled out.




    Manet never stopped learning, trying out new methods and techniques: it was his professional arsenal. “In this dog’s life of ours, our constant battle, we can’t have too many weapons,” he told Degas. (Manet, op. cit., p. 17). One would think the public would have already become accustomed to Manet’s strange style of painting, which was far from normal. But each new work he produced surprised his contemporaries, at best arousing controversy, at worst mockery and insults addressed to the artist. And although he acknowledged the existence of a fight, he was not looking to take any part in it himself. There were times when he wanted to give up and just make paintings for the market. In a letter to Fantin-Latour dated 1868 he wrote that even his friends were giving up hope of ever seeing him succeed. He said that he had been given a good lesson, that he had been kicked around enough, and that now he wanted to make money. Nevertheless, in 1868, one year after the Universal Exposition, once again he took the art of painting a step further in a new direction with new paintings. Two were in the Salon of 1869: The Balcony and The Luncheon or Luncheon in the Studio.
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      Edouard Manet, Portrait of Emile Zola, 1868. Oil on canvas, 146.5 x 114 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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      Edouard Manet, Autumn (Méry Laurent), 1881. Oil on canvas, 73 x 51 cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Nancy.


    




    At first glance, there is an obvious connection between The Balcony and Goya’s Majas on the Balcony. Manet had produced something his viewers were accustomed to by taking his inspiration from Spanish painting once again. According to his contemporaries, Manet got the idea for this composition in 1865, after his first trip to Spain. He was reminded of it during the summer of 1868 while observing vacationers on their balcony in Boulogne-sur-Mer. Upon his return to Paris, Manet asked his friends to pose for him on the balcony of his rue Gyot studio. Manet set out once more to realise what he was talking about when he was conceiving Luncheon on the Grass: “I want to redo that and do it in the open air with figures such as those that you see below.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 166). He transplanted Goya’s motif to the mid-nineteenth-century Paris. Manet’s elegant figures have lost their romantic appearance and bring the atmosphere of everyday life into the picture – albeit the life of fashionable Paris. At that time, Monet was not painting en plein-air the same way he did in Luncheon on the Grass. He had placed his figures in a contemporary Parisian context. And once again, as in Music in the Tuileries Gardens, the painting has no subject and tells no story. Viewers accustomed to paintings having a literary aspect felt compelled to ask questions about Manet’s subject: had these Parisians come out onto the balcony to watch the carnival proceed along the boulevard? Even a critic such as Castagnary, accustomed to Courbet’s realism, formulated his own propositions: “I see two women on this balcony, one of which is much younger. Are they two sisters? Is it a mother and daughter? I don’t know. And then one is seated and seems to be positioned purely to enjoy the street scene; the other one is putting her gloves on as if she were going out. This contradictory pose puzzles me.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 307). As paradoxical as it may seem, in the eyes of Manet’s contemporaries, the lack of literary content made his work enigmatic. The idea that one could create a painting solely for pictorial reasons (as Manet had done with the Fifer) was foreign to people living in the nineteenth century. Manet may have been the first person to plant this idea into the minds of his contemporaries. Even a century later, specialists continued to look for hidden meaning in The Balcony. One researcher put forth the hypothesis that each figure symbolised a country whose painting had inspired Manet: the seated woman in a white dress holding a fan symbolised Spain; the second woman wearing a small, eccentric hat symbolised Japan; and the robust male figure standing in the back symbolised Holland, a country Manet liked to visit and in whose old masters he found much to imitate, and which was also the native country of his wife, Suzanne. In reality, Manet was the first nineteenth-century painter to let himself be guided primarily by colour and light when composing his works, which is why he became a model and a master for the future Impressionists.




    A preliminary pencil sketch by Manet shows that in a first version, the closed shutters served as a background for the figures on the balcony. In the painting, the shutters are nothing more than a frame for the central part of the composition, accentuating the contrast between light and dark and softening the gradations of colour. The foreground is lightened by the women’s white dresses. Then the eye plunges into deep shadow from which a first male figure emerges, almost completely concealing the second figure of a servant carrying a platter.




    As for the colour, it is much more complex than it appears at first glance. The green of the shutters and the balustrade is the most boldly emphasised colour. The white fabric is painted with more subtle gradations, from its bluish shadows to the pink and gold effects of sunlight. This is the type of painting that could inspire the quivering, vibrating colour of Renoir’s white Parisian dresses. In Manet’s painting, insignificant details like a closed fan or umbrella play an enormous role. In fact, that is where colour effects really emphasise the painting’s pictorial range. The thin brown line of the fan, the medallion with gold highlights, the green patch of the umbrella, and the green velvet ribbon around the woman’s neck – all serve to balance the painting’s warm and cold tones. The blue patch of hydrangea is skilfully blended into the overall rhythm, playing down the intensity of the green balustrade. The manner in which Manet handles the earthenware vase demonstrates his respect for older painting traditions.




    Finally, let’s take a look at the figures in the painting. All were close friends of Manet and under age thirty at the time. They did not yet believe Manet would become a famous painter; they were not the least bit flattered to be painted by him and even complained that it was tiring to pose standing. The young seated woman with the huge dark eyes is the painter Berthe Morisot. Her destiny, her relationship with Manet, and his portraits of her merit special attention (cf. the chapter on Berthe Morisot). To the right stands the violinist Fanny Claus, who often played with Manet’s wife Suzanne. Claus married Manet’s friend, the painter Pierre Prins and always remained a friend of the family. The young man standing was also a painter: the landscape painter Antoine Guillement who was a friend of the Impressionists. And posing as the servant, almost concealed by shadow, was the same Léon Leenhoff Manet had painted as a young boy in the Spanish infante costume. In fact, Manet had created a new genre of painting for his day. It was neither a classical painting of traditional moral values, nor a portrait of a fashionable salon, nor a group portrait of friends. Music in the Tuileries Gardens, The Balcony, and perhaps even Luncheon on the Grass had already paved the way for these spontaneous scenes of contemporary life that the artist was familiar with and in which he and his friends all participated. Pierre Auguste Renoir would continue the genre. Indeed, both Manet and Renoir would leave behind a living image of Parisian life in the nineteenth century.




    The Luncheon is in the same vein. It was composed during the summer of 1868 in Boulogne-sur-Mer where Manet was staying with his family. X-ray photography reveals the background initially depicted large studio windows overlooking the sea. Manet eliminated them in the final version, in which the room instead takes on the appearance of a dining room. The background has become darker; now it is the faces and interior details that are becoming exceptionally expressive, thanks to the lighting. A pensive young man leans against a table, his figure cut-off at the knees, giving the viewer the impression that at any moment he might step forward to leave the room and at the same time walk out of the painting. This is the first time Manet directly combines reality with the world in the painting to bring the viewer into the composition he created. The painting’s main character is still the same Léon Leenhoff we watch grow into adulthood in Manet’s paintings. In 1868 he had already started working in a bank owned by the father of Edgar Degas. He always called Manet and his wife Suzanne “godfather” and “godmother,” but as he himself acknowledged, until the end of his life he never knew if he was Manet’s actual son, adopted son, or Suzanne’s little brother. In this painting, the presence of Manet’s ward created a warm and intimate atmosphere that later became characteristic of the Impressionists. However, in Manet’s work one never finds the impression of a fleeting moment seized from life that Renoir knew how to render with such grace and spontaneity. As later will the Impressionists, in this painting Manet again uses those closest to him as models. Claude Monet was the figure of the smoker during the first sessions; Manet’s neighbour in Boulogne, the painter Auguste Rousselin who apprenticed with Manet in Couture’s studio, later replaced him. It is sometimes assumed that the woman in the background with the coffee pot was Manet’s wife, but most likely it is a servant. Her beautiful grey dress, combined with the silver colour of the coffee pot form the basis of an elegant palette once again reminiscent of the Spanish masters. A knight’s armour draped over a chair shines with a dark silver lustre, and a well-ironed silk tablecloth absolutely shimmers with pearly moiré. A plant in an earthenware pot makes another appearance, in this instance constituting one of Manet’s best still lifes.
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      Edouard Manet, The Battle of the “Kearsarge” and the “Alabama”, 1864. Oil on canvas, 134 x 127 cm. The John G. Johnson Collection, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia.
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      Edouard Manet, The Execution of Maximilian, 1867. Oil on canvas, four fragments, 193 x 284 cm. The National Gallery, London.
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      Edouard Manet, The Execution of Maximilian, 1868. Oil on canvas, 252 x 305 cm. Städtische Kunsthalle, Mannheim.


    




    The beauty of this still life was the only aspect of the painting praised by critics of the 1869 Salon. Castagnary focused his attention on it and he was enthusiastic about its naturalism: “Looking at The Luncheon for example, I see a half-peeled lemon and fresh oysters on the table where coffee is served.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 294). This still life actually has many noteworthy aspects. The drawing on the earthenware pot reflects Parisian japonism. The lemon, earthenware, tablecloth, fruit knife, and glass of wine – all are painted with such precision in handling and arranged in so harmonious a fashion that Manet may in truth rival the seventeenth-century Dutch masters or Chardin. The still life had already become an independent genre in Manet’s work much earlier. He painted stems of peonies tossed on a table and flowers in a porcelain vase. In Boulogne-sur-Mer, his imagination was struck by the freshness of the colour of just-caught fish. In Still Life with Fish (Chicago, The Art Institute of Chicago), in spite of all Manet’s respect for the old masters, colour is spread freely over the canvas in large patches, giving the painting an unfinished look or even the look of a sketch. In Fruit on a Table (Paris, Musée d’Orsay) and Still Life with Melon and Peaches (Washington D.C., National Gallery of Art), the silk tablecloth, glass, metal knife, and the dull skin of the peaches are executed with the meticulousness of the “minor” Dutch masters. Painted in 1864-1866, these canvases were a test of maturity for a classical master who, after perfectly assimilating the various techniques of his teachers, finds himself on an independent path.




    One not immediately obvious detail completes the impression of warm intimacy: the black cat at the servant’s feet, against the background of her grey dress. Manet had painted animals before, for example, the little dog playing with a ball at Berthe Morisot’s feet in The Balcony, which was reminiscent of the small dogs in Goya’s portraits. But the black cat was to become Manet’s trademark, appearing for the first time in Olympia, where its well-observed attitude was already attracting attention. Among the many cats Manet drew in India ink on the pages of his notebook, is the same cat that is taking a bath in The Luncheon. On October 17, 1868 a poster designed by Manet was discovered on the walls of Paris, causing an immediate sensation. It served as an announcement for a little book by Manet’s friend Champfleury that had just come out called, Les Chats : histoire, mœurs, observations, anecdotes (Cats: history, habits, observations, and anecdotes), with illustrations by several artists, including Delacroix and Manet. Manet had drawn the same “rendez-vous of cats” for this book: two cats, one black and one white, arching their backs on a rooftop, which all Paris recognised from the poster. Manet executed a second noteworthy graphic work much later in 1875 when he did the illustrations to Edgar Allen Poe’s poem, The Raven, translated into French by Stéphane Mallarmé, another of Manet’s friends. This project was not destined for success during Manet’s lifetime. In the words of Manet’s biographers: “The voluminous proportions of the work, the illustrations by Edouard Manet, still much discussed in 1875, the peculiarity, for most readers, of Edgar Allen Poe’s poem, the still somewhat unknown name of Mallarmé, all these things combined to put off potential buyers.” (Manet, op. cit., p. 383). Mallarmé’s poem, The Afternoon of the Faun, was published in 1876 with illustrations by Manet. That same year Manet completed his striking Portrait of Mallarmé (Paris, Musée d’Orsay).
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      Edouard Manet, Bullfight, 1865. Oil on canvas, 90 x 110 cm. Private collection.
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      Edouard Manet, Racecourse in the Bois de Boulogne, 1872. Oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cm. Private collection.


    




    Mallarmé and Manet had met several years earlier, probably as early as 1873, when Mallarmé arrived in Paris, and they quickly became friends. Returning home from the Condorcet school where he taught English, Mallarmé often passed by Manet’s studio where he met Degas, Renoir, Monet, Emile Zola and Berthe Morisot, who also became his loyal friend. It was also in this studio that Mallarmé posed for Manet. In Manet’s portrait, Mallarmé seems older than he actually was at the time (thirty-four). Lying on a sofa, his ever-present cigar in hand, the poet is profoundly pensive. His casual attitude gives the portrait a special intimacy. Manet discovered an admirable colour harmony, a balance between the warm, golden tone of the Japanese fabric in the background and Mallarmé’s marine blue outfit. With his free and loose paint handling Manet gives the final touch to the creation of Mallarmé’s image, an image of a friend and a great poet. The painting is one of Manet’s best portraits.
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